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The Fate of  “American 
Prosperity” in the Age of  




On April 18, 2017, President Donald Trump signed 
Executive Order 13788 calling for a review of  the H-1B visa 
program, effectively taking the first step towards visa reforms 
to reverse what he dubbed the “theft of  American prosperity” 
(Beckwith, 2016). Just over a week later, he reaffirmed his 
administration’s commitment to American workers, stating in a 
subsequent speech that his foreign policy “will always put the 
interests of  the American people and American security above all 
else…. this will ensure that our own workers, right here in America, 
get the jobs and higher pay that will grow our tax revenues, increase 
our economic might as a nation, and make us strong financially 
again” (Beckwith, 2016).
For many political pundits and average Americans 
alike, Trump’s call for scrutinizing the H-1B visa program was 
hardly unforeseen, as he echoed a sentiment common in the 
public discourse on employment in the United States during the 
primaries: “They are taking our jobs. China is taking our jobs. 
Japan is taking our jobs. India is taking our jobs. It is not going to 
happen anymore, folks” (Worstall, 2016). Trump’s assertion has 
become so exceedingly commonplace in the context of  economic 
uncertainty that it has morphed into a sort of  truism in the 
collective consciousness of  many Americans who fear for their 
jobs. As such, it is hardly a leap of  logic to regard Trump’s desire to 
review the H-1B program, the country’s flagship employment-based 
nonimmigrant visa program for attracting temporary workers in 
specialty occupations, as a step toward curbing the outsourcing of  
American labor and hobbling foreign competition from “stealing” 
American jobs. 
Yet despite the cultural fervor aimed at employing 
Americans first, there is little research that explores the role of  the 
H-1B visa in this supposed phenomenon, particularly with respect 
to India’s role in the rapidly-evolving tech industry. That being the 
case, the goal of  this research is to investigate trends in the volume 
of  Indian H-1B recipients vis-à-vis economic, social, and political 
factors that may influence these trends in order to determine 
whether or not America needs H-1B labor. To this end, I will first 
supply a brief  explanation of  the genesis of  the H-1B program. I 
will then identify and describe trends in Indians’ use of  the H-1B 
in relation to other top recipient countries, occupational groups, 
leading visa sponsors, and the demand for temporary workers in 
specialized fields. Finally, I will attempt to draw conclusions which 
speak to whether or not America needs H-1B labor. 
II. Methods
To compile data on the quantity and demographic 
characteristics of  H-1B recipients, I analyzed the Yearbook of  
Immigration Statistics and the Characteristics of  H-1B Specialty Occupation 
Workers reports to Congress, both of  which are released annually by 
the United States Citizenship and Immigration Services agency.
 To provide the most comprehensive scope of  information 
possible, I collected data for the years 2000 through 2015. This 
timespan encompassed the most significant trends and contextual 
events germane to the subject matter and was selected due to 
availability of  consistent data. Historical data on the H-1B visa is 
incomplete prior to fiscal year 2000, and thus does not appear in 
USCIS reports or any other government publications dated before 
the release of  the 2000 Yearbook of  Immigration Statistics. After the 
year 2002, the H-1B data section is no longer included in Yearbooks 
of  Immigration Statistics; the reports on the characteristics of  H-1B 
workers served to provide similar data.
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 Concurrent to my data collection, I reviewed the limited 
research on the H-1B visa in addition to online news coverage 
spanning the length of  the time period examined. For several 
reasons, the 2000-2015 data are predictive of  trends in 2018 and the 
near future. The consistently high percentage of  H-1Bs originating 
from India during this period (see Fig. 2) give no indication of  
imminent change. As market conditions have not since changed, 
the general distribution of  visas in the 2000-2015 period remains 
economically advantageous.
III. The H-1B Program
Though the United States had been admitting skilled 
temporary nonimmigrant workers since 1952 through the 
“H1” program, the current H-1B program was established 
through the Immigration Act of  1990 (IMMACT). This 
act allowed for the admission of  nonimmigrant workers 
in specialty occupations, defined as “requiring theoretical 
and practical application of  a body of  highly-specialized 
knowledge and the attainment of  a bachelor’s degree or higher 
(or its equivalent) in the field of  specialty,” such as medicine, 
law, and engineering (IMMACT). The newly-minted program 
set a cap of  65,000 recipients per fiscal year. Recipients are granted 
a three year duration of  stay that is extendable to up to six years, 
during which time some visa holders attempt to gain citizenship. 
The petitioning process begins with the prospective 
employer, who submits a Labor Condition Application (LCA) to 
the United States Department of  Labor Employment and Training 
Administration. If  approved, the LCA is submitted in conjunction 
with a 1-129 Petition for a Nonimmigrant Worker form and 
application fee to the United States Citizenship and Immigration 
Services within the Department of  Homeland Security. USCIS 
approves H-1B packages in the order received until the cap is 
reached, after which point a computer-generated “lottery” process 
is used to select visa recipients from the pool of  applicants. After 
the State Department conducts an interview and verifies the 
supporting documentation of  those selected, a visa is issued. 
Since its inception, the H-1B visa program has 
undergone numerous transformations in response to shifting 
market conditions, political scrutiny and the accelerating forces of  
globalization. Throughout these changes, however, what remains 
apparent is the growing significance of  computer occupations and 
prevalence of  Indian nationals in the H-1B labor pool.
IV. H-1B by Occupation
In examining the H-1B recipient population with 
respect to occupation, the predominance of  computer-
related occupations is immediately apparent. Divided into ten 
occupational categories, the Yearbook of  Immigration Statistics 
delineates the number of  beneficiaries and leading country of  
birth for each category. Represented as percentages, computer-
related occupations maintain the lion’s share of  H-1B 
visas, regularly garnering around half  of  the total visas issued. In 
comparison, the second most common occupational group—
including architecture, engineering and surveying—remains a 
distant second at an average of  11% of  H-1Bs issued between 
2000 and 2015, while the competing groups of  administrative 
specializations and education average 8% and 11%, respectively 
(see figure 1) . The predominance of  computer-related 
occupations aligns with developments in the technology industry, 
producing the labor market conditions wherein “the information 
technology industry has come to dominate the H-1B visa as no 
single industry has previously” (Lowell, 2000, p.33).
By the year 2000, the high volume of  computer-
related H-1Bs were granted on the heels of  India’s “techno 
take-off ” (Chakravartty, 2006). This, combined with market 
liberalization, prompted an explosion of  Indian technology 
firms in the United States, including Infosys and Tata Consultancy 
services, whose economic significance in the United States and 
use of  outsourcing came to become defining features in the “new 
paradigm of  economic and labor policy ushered in by H-1B 
labor” (Sahoo, 2010, p.295; “India Leading the Charge,” 1999; 
Hahm 2000). At the same time, the United States was experiencing 
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Figure 1. Percentage of  H-1B Visas in Top Four Occupations 
(Source: USCIS)
“voracious demand” for skilled workers in information technology 
to help mitigate the shortage of  domestic talent suited to meet the 
needs of  the rapidly-growing industry (Hahm, 2000). The 
occupational data mirrors this industry growth through the year 
2015, dipping only in response to changes in the cap brought on 
by legislation and the Great Recession in 2009; the former will 
be discussed in greater detail later.  In addition to explaining the 
sheer number of  H-1Bs granted after 2000, the confluence of  
market liberalization, high demand for computer workers in the 
United States, and the Indian technology boom have a great deal 
of  explanatory power in terms of  to whom H-1B visas are awarded 
most.
V. H-1B by Country 
By the late 1990s, India was emerging as a global leader 
in technology, with software exports as its fastest growing industry 
and a plentiful supply of  IT professionals; it was also producing 
an increasing number of  computer science and engineering 
graduates willing to work overseas. As a result, Indian H-1Bs saw 
“a remarkable pattern of  growth” from 1989 to 1999, at which 
point they accounted for 47% of  all H-1B visas issued (Lowell, 
2000, p.33).  This trend was augmented as a result of  the Y2K 
panic. In addition to the extensive outsourcing of  code-writing to 
India from American tech giants such as Microsoft and IBM along 
with a host of  other multinational corporations, American firms 
began hiring Indian programmers en masse to rewrite code and 
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mitigate the technological meltdowns anticipated at the turn of  the 
millennium (“India Leading the Charge, 1999). Indian programmers 
far outnumbered China’s comparatively fledgling IT migrant labor 
force, and the legacy of  the Y2K panic for Indian H-1B holders is 
visible through the year 2001.
In addition to the shifting “global marketplace for labor, 
the rapidly-growing IT sector… [and] pool of  English-speaking 
Indian engineers” that made the country an attractive source for 
H-1B labor in the late 90s and early 2000s, social forces created 
momentum for the continued influx of  H-1B petitions from India 
(Lowell, 2000, p.35; Sahoo 2010). Though “significant numbers” 
of  professionals in other fields from other Asian countries are 
employed in the United States via H-1B visas, India became “the 
dominant nation almost certainly because… prior waves of  Indian 
information technology workers have successfully established a 
beachhead in an industry that places them first in the demand 
queue” (Chakravarty, 2006, p.44; Cornelius et al., 2001, p.151). 
Indeed, as a result of  Y2K Indian-educated computer scientists 
established such a positive reputation that they were “actively 
sought out by American employers” (Sahoo, 2010, p.302). For 
H-1B recipients, established ethnic networks in the United States 
served to ease the transition to working overseas, as “increased 
communications between diaspora and homeland communities” 
created greater awareness of  disparities in living standards and the 
financial opportunities that accompany a job in the United States 
(Sahoo, 2010, p.304). In India, increasing government recognition 
of  the economic potential of  non-resident Indians, or “NRIs,” 
coupled with the successes of  Indian IT entrepreneurs in the 
United States “sparked the imagination and aspirations of  millions 
of  young Indians” who sought opportunities in IT (Chakravartty, 
2006, p.49).
Such social forces proved enduring over time and remain 
visible in the growing majority of  Indian H-1B visa holders as 
of  2015. With the exception of  the Great Recession of  2009, 
in fact, the only dip in Indian H-1Bs occurred at the height of  
the “dot-com bubble,” the period between 2000 and 2002 where 
a proliferation of  internet industry generated unanticipated 
competition, resulting in plummeting stock values for internet 
companies and the “disappearance” of  thousands of  IT jobs 
(Munro, 2001). As the industry began its rebound by 2003 (see 
figure 2 ), India’s growing share of  the H-1B labor pool becomes 
increasingly apparent, though the sheer volume of  Indian H-1B 
holders can be obscured by the changes in the H-1B cap.
VI. Demand for the H-1B Visa: A Closer Look at Caps
No examination of  the H-1B program would 
be adequate without taking into consideration the impact of  
the historical changes in the program’s acceptance cap, which 
is primarily and historically driven by the technology industry.  
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Figure 2: Percentage of  H-1B Visas Approved for Top Three Countries (Source: USCIS)
While the program’s initial cap was set at 
a then- modest 65,000 acceptances under the Immigration 
Act of  1990, the literature notes that “demand for foreign 
workers skyrocketed” in the face of    a “booming economy, 
low unemployment, and shortage of  skilled workers” (Hahm, 
2000, p.1682). Within a climate of  “ravenous demand” for skilled 
technology professionals, the upper limits of  the H-1B cap 
were increasingly tested until 1997, when for the first time the 
program was oversubscribed (Lowell, 2000, p. 30). Recognizing 
the need for reform to meet the burgeoning demand, the 
technology industry successfully lobbied Congress for a near-
doubled cap of  115,000 visas through 2001, which came to 
fruition via the American Competitiveness and Workforce 
Improvement Act of  1998 (ACWIA) (Hahm, 2000). For the same 
reason, this legislation was quickly followed by the American 
Competitiveness in the 21st Century Act (AC21). In addition 
to raising the cap once again, this time to the all-time high of  
195,000 visas for fiscal years 2001 through 2003, AC21introduced 
cap exemptions for employers meeting specific criteria, such 
as “an institution of  higher education or related nonprofit 
entity, nonprofit research or government research entity” 
(Ruiz et al., 2016, p.4). Exemptions also applied to visa 
holders changing employers and those reapplying for a three-
year extension on their existing H-1B visa (Lowell, 2000). Later, 
the passage of  the H-1B Visa Reform Act of  2004 reverted the 
cap back to 65,000 visas (see figure 3 ). However, it also established 
provisions for an additional 20,000 visas beginning the following 
fiscal year specifically for applicants with Master’s degrees. 
This effectively raised the cap to its current level of  85,000, which 
has since remained unchanged.
In examining the changes in the cap over time, what 
becomes apparent, and what is crucial to outline, is that the cap 
alone is not the most useful determinant of  demand. Because not 
all employers are subject to the cap, as is also the case with renewals, 
the number of  petitions granted and the number of  H-1B visa 
workers in the United States at any given time can outnumber the 
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Figure 3: H-1B Applications and Approvals in Relation to Annual Caps (Source: USCIS)
cap several times over (see figure 4 ). This issue is compounded by 
the fact that “in some cases, more than one U.S. employer submitted 
a petition on behalf  of  an individual H-1B worker (Yearbook of  
Immigration Statistics, 2002, p.96). One petition, therefore, is not 
necessarily equal to one worker. Indeed, it is frequently reported 
that though the cap has remained unchanged since the addition 
of  the Master’s degree quota, the structure of  the program allows 
for the number of  valid H-1B visas to continue to grow steadily, 
numbering over 400,000 in 2015 (Lichfield, 2017). Instead, to gain 
a full understanding of  demand, one must consider the extent to 
which the cap is exceeded, and why. If  anything is to be gleaned 
from what information the cap does provide, however, it is that 
the cap’s increases over time—coupled with the sheer volume of  
petitions approved and H-1B visa holders in the United States at 
any given time—is a solid indication that H-1B labor is strongly 
needed in the field of  information technology.
Figure 4: Proportion of  H-1B Annual Cap Approved (Source: USCIS)
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VII. Concluding Remarks and Recommendations for Further 
Study
In response to the question, “does America need H-1B 
labor?” the findings of  this project would indicate that the short 
answer is a tentative “yes.” The data relating to occupational 
categories for the H-1B show that the vast majority of  H-1B visas 
are awarded to those in computer-based occupations. Considered 
in conjunction with the growth of  the technology industry, the 
increasing predominance of  computer-based H-1Bs mirrors the 
growing demand in the industry. India’s “techno boom” and high 
volume of  IT professionals, combined with the social incentive 
of  established ethnic communities in the United States, made it 
the ideal and predominant source for H-1B labor, and that trend 
continues to the present day. The United States’ selective use of  
Indian H-1B labor evinces the need for specialized skills that the 
domestic labor force cannot alone fulfill. Finally, the sheer number 
and proportion of  H-1B petitions granted in relation to the cap 
serves as strong evidence of  high demand.
 The longer, more complex answer to the same question 
requires further examination of  the H-1B visa program. To better 
determine the nature of  the demand for H-1B labor, many other 
aspects of  the program must be taken into consideration, such as 
the number of  H-1B visa holders who become American citizens; 
the incidence of  wage depression for American IT workers; claims 
of  discrimination and displacement of  older Americans by younger 
visa holders; as well as alleged abuse of  the H-1B visa by powerful 
multinational corporations in an attempt to cut costs. While delving 
into such topics was not possible for this project, these are also 
crucial dimensions to investigate to allow for more definitive 
conclusions. 
 As of  the time of  completion of  this paper, January 2018, 
no changes have been made to the H-1B visa program as a result of  
Executive Order 13788. Nonetheless, as the Trump Administration 
continues to scrutinize immigration and labor policy, the possibility 
of  reform remains viable, and its implications economically, 
politically, and socially salient.
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